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ABSTRACT 
 
Lam, A.H. Exploring the father-son relationship in college men. MSED in Student 
Affairs Administration in Higher Education, May 2012, 84pp. (J. Vianden) 
 
On campuses and institutions across the country college men have emerged as a new 
at-risk group due to concerns of academic, social, emotional, health related, conduct 
related, and attitudinal natures.  This study utilized phenomenological interviewing to 
explore and better understand the socialization of college men through the father-son 
relationship.  Five undergraduate men at a midsized public university in the Midwest 
participated in this study. Four major themes and results suggest that fathers are one 
of the most influential and socially significant figures in the life of men and that 
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In both research and practice of college student affairs, college men have 
emerged as a new at-risk group due to the issues and challenges they face (Kellom, 
2004). These issues are multi-faceted and include academic, social, emotional, health-
related, conduct, and attitudinal concerns.  Brooks and Silverstein (1995) stated, “It is 
easier, and riskier, than ever to write about the dark side of male behavior.  After 
centuries of celebrating male patriarchal manhood, a new gender consciousness has 
arisen” (p. 280).  According to the authors, the rise of the feminist scholarship 
movement has challenged the rigid gender roles that society once defined for men and 
women.  Traditional gender roles generally socialized men to be competitive, 
aggressive, or independent, and women to be caring, nurturing, or collaborative.  In 
recent years these roles have become more fluid, revealing a multitude of problems 
that the traditional male gender role creates in men and subsequent issues that have 
emerged.   
Young men come to college having been socialized by their home 
environments and the media about what it means to be a man.  A large body of 
research (Coombs, 1997; Floyd & Morman, 2003; Goozh, 2010; Katz, 2002; 
Matthews, 1996) has suggested that particularly fathers are primary socialization 
agents for male gender role development and masculinity.  Once men enroll in 
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college, these nearly two decades of socialization are difficult to undo if sons have 
been conditioned, often by their fathers, to conform to traditional masculinities.  This 
is especially salient because college educators spend a very limited time with college 
students in general, as they will be on campus only about four to six years.  However 
difficult the task to help young men adapt to new ways of thinking about what it 
means to be a man, student affairs professionals need to be up to the task to assist 
men to be successful in college and in life.    
Being a Man in College   	  
College-aged men have a significantly higher risk for health issues, injuries, 
and death (including suicide) compared to women of the same age group (Davies, 
Shen-Miller, & Isacco, 2010).  Further compared to women, men are 
disproportionately overrepresented as both perpetrators and victims of crime (e.g. 
homicide or physical assaults), and engage in risky or unhealthy behaviors (e.g. 
smoking, drinking and driving, or unprotected sex) (Brooks & Silverstein, 1995; 
Courtenay, 2001; Harper, Harris III, & Mmeje, 2005; Hong, 2000).  In addition, 
college men are less likely to seek services for their own health (Courtenay, 
McCreary, & Merighi, 2002).  Providing much cause of concern, the life expectancy 
for men is 5.1 years shorter than for women (Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention, 2010).   Regarding alcohol consumption, men outnumber women in every 
category of comparison, including “prevalence, consumption, frequency of drinking 
and intoxication, incidence of heavy and problem drinking, alcohol abuse and 
dependence, and alcoholism” (Caprano 2000, p. 308).   
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In addition to behavior issues, according to Galinsky, Aumann, and Bond 
(2011), women are projected to earn 60% of baccalaureate degrees by 2016.   An 
examination of the U.S. census reveals that 1978 was the first year the total 
enrollment for female students eclipsed male students, with the gap having grown 
wider each year since (Yakaboski, 2011).  In a projection by the U.S. Department of 
Education (as cited in Conlin, 2003), 142 women had earned their baccalaureate 
degree for every 100 men by 2010.  The aspirations for continuing education also 
favor women, with more female students planning on attending graduate and 
professional schools (Sax, 2008).  In a 2002 study on freshmen students, Sax, 
Lindholm, Astin, Korn, and Mahoney, found that male students studied significantly 
less than female students.  Furthermore, the decline of time commitment to study was 
greater for men (Sax et al., 2002).   
Davies et al. (2010) concluded that colleges and universities are not 
adequately equipped with the tools and resources to assist the male student population 
to ensure their success.  In addition, men are widely under-utilizing student services 
provided by Student Health Centers (Courtenay et al., 2002), TRIO programs (U.S. 
Department of Education Postsecondary data, 2000), and Career Services (Murray, 
2002).  Relative to men’s help-seeking behavior in an academic context, Vianden 
(2009) found that first-year college men at a research institution did not seek 
assistance from faculty beyond the classroom because they perceived needing no 
help.  Dannells (1997) described the characteristics of a typical student conduct 
violator on a college campus simply as a male, specifically first-year or sophomore 
students. 
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Research on men has predominately focused on the negative aspects of 
masculinity (Coombs, 1997).  One key theme that has emerged from the research is 
the gender role socialization process of men (Davies et al., 2010; Hong, 2000).  
Traditionally, men have been socialized to perform within a strict set of expectations.  
Edwards and Jones (2009) discovered that the male participants in their study 
engaged with others by performing roles they perceived society defined for them.  
They described the performance they put on every day as wearing a mask, emerging 
from the data as the theme of “putting my man face on.”  This performance against 
their own convictions and values creates an internal conflict for men that affect their 
health, academic performance, personal relationships and overall achievements.  
O’Neil (1981) coined this phenomenon as gender role conflict, a psychological state 
in which the gender roles can contribute to negative consequences and impact for an 
individual (e.g., restriction of emotional expression except anger).  Kimmel’s (2008) 
cultural norm described as “Guyland” determines which behaviors and emotions men 
are allowed to participate in or emulate (e.g., consume large amounts of alcohol or 
abuse women).  He stated that men behave along these cultural norms, “…not 
because they want to impress women…[but] because they want to be positively 
evaluated by other men” (Kimmel, p. 47).  Berkowitz (2010) concluded that men are 
often caught in a paradox called the “man box” that prevents them from being the 
men they want to be. 
Research suggests that men who score higher on measures of gender role 
conflict and traditional masculinity ideology have more negative attitudes toward 
psychological help seeking (Berger, Levant, Kelleher, Sellers, & McMillan, 2005; 
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Good, Dell, & Mintz, 1989).  Furthermore, Berger et al. (2005) concluded that help 
seeking behavior might be directly related to the values men acquire during the 
socialization process.  
The growing body of literature on college men concludes that college 
educators must make research on male students’ concerns and issues a priority to 
prevent the performance gap from growing larger between them and other student 
populations.  Davis and Laker (2004) asserted, “At the heart of the problem is a 
failure to accurately understand men’s development” (p. 48).  Ludeman (2004) 
suggested that to better serve male college students, as student affairs practitioners, 
we must better understand the effects of gender roles and socialization on male 
students.  This allows the institution “to proactively intervene at early stages of 
misconduct to prevent increasingly disruptive patterns of behavior” (p. 77).  
Much is known about the concerns facing college men and the college 
educators who are tasked with guiding and developing appropriate male behavior.  
On the other hand, relatively little research focuses on how college men were 
socialized by their environments before coming to college.  This socialization must be 
explored by investigating the personal relationships men have with others.  One 
particular relationship has garnered special attention in the literature; the relationship 
men have with their fathers.  Lamb (1987) examined fatherhood specifically in the 
U.S. American context.  He argued the interest on researching fatherhood stemmed 
from an idealized image of fatherhood in U.S. families and society.  He concluded 
that the influence of fathers in a child’s development could not be understated, as 
Vogt and Sirridge (1991) echoed: 
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One very key element in the formation of men’s relationships is the 
relationship between son and father.  The model of this relationship influences 
everything in a man’s life, from the way he sees himself inside, to the way he 
sees all other people, power, economics, politics and even his vision of the 
natural world. (p. 6) 
 
Floyd and Morman (2003) stated, “Men’s and boy’s relationships with their 
father might be among the most influential and socially significant same-sex 
relationships that they form in the life course” (p. 599).  As a result, prior to the 
examination of effects of socialization and gender roles of college men, it is 
significant to first explore the relationships they experience with their fathers.  
Studies examining the previous and current relationships between male college 
students and their fathers have only been sparsely advanced by the higher education 
literature.  This study seeks to begin filling this gap in our understanding. 
Significance 	  
Institutions of higher education across the country have acknowledged the 
many concerns college men face; yet questions exploring roles that the institutions 
must play in addressing these issues remain largely unanswered (Ludeman, 2004).  
This study is significant to a range of constituents of higher education in a variety of 
ways.  As student affairs professionals, the retention and psychosocial development 
of all students should be a major priority and graduate programs currently do not 
readily prepare new professionals to work with men (Davis & Laker, 2004).  
Although early research in the field was conducted on students who were men, the 
studies did not provide a specifically gendered perspective (Davis & Laker, 2003).  
The androcentric assumption that we already understand men because everything in 
higher education is by and about men is problematic as it “leads to either reliance on 
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stereotypical gender scripts or failure to consider men as gendered beings” (Davis & 
Laker, 2004, p. 49).  This study contributes to the literature on men as gendered 
beings, specifically geared towards understanding male college students’ 
relationships with and socialization by their fathers. 
This study likely bears significant implications for student-faculty 
interactions.  The quality of this relationship plays a critical role on a multitude of 
student outcomes, including satisfaction of college experience, academic 
achievement, and student development (Vianden, 2009).  This interaction could be 
particularly problematic due to a number of reasons, including men’s maladaptive 
help-seeking behavior.  Further understanding the socialization of college men by 
their fathers may provide an insight on how to improve the student-faculty 
relationship, specifically, between male students and male professors. 
The examination of college men through gendered lens will add to the 
literature that has before lacked such specificity.  The current study will benefit 
student affairs professionals and faculty by providing a resource to better understand 
male students with a specific look at their socialization before they arrive at college.  
The results will provide suggestions for how programs and services are planned and 
how effective we are in serving male students on campus. 
Purpose 	  
 The purpose of this qualitative study is to more thoroughly understand the 
socialization process of college men at the University of Wisconsin-La Crosse (UW-
L) through their descriptions of the relationships with their father.  Although previous 
research on fatherhood has focused on the absence of the father in the father-son 
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relationship (Goozh, 2010), the present study will explore the experience of being a 
son to a father present in the home or the family.  Using phenomenological 
interviewing techniques (Seidman, 1998), I will explore the experience of the father 
and son relationship from the perspective of the son.  
Three distinct interviews will be conducted: the first will focus on the 
participant’s life history and father-son relationship before college.  The second 
interview will focus on the current relationship with the father while the son is in 
college, during the 2011-12 academic year.  The third interview will assist the 
participants in making meaning of their relationships with their fathers and ask the 
men to look into the future relative to their own plans of potential fatherhood. 
Research Questions 	  
This study will be guided by the following questions: 
1) How do college men perceive their relationship with their fathers?   
2) What roles does this relationship play in shaping the participants’ views of 
masculinity?   
3) How do men translate their experiences and relationships to their future 
and potential roles as a father or husband? 
Thesis Overview 
Chapter Two reviews relevant literature regarding college men.  The chapter 
is divided into five sections; health issues, behavioral and academic issues, 
masculinity, fatherhood, and theoretical framework. 
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 Chapter Three explains the procedures and methods utilized for this study.  It 
includes an explanation of the recruitment and sampling of the participants, the 
methods of data collection and analysis, and strategies for trustworthiness. 
 Chapter four reports the findings of the research. It includes a description of 
the participants and their fathers, followed by the major themes that emerged from the 
interviews. 
 Chapter five discusses the findings in relations to the research questions of the 
study in the context of existing relevant literature.  It is followed by the implications 
and recommendations, limitations and suggestions for future research, and the 










 	  	  	  	  





REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 	  
 This chapter reviews the relevant empirical and theoretical research as they 
relate to the study on college men’s relationships as sons with their fathers.  This 
literature review is divided into five parts: (1) the new gender gap;  masculinity in 
college men; (3) fatherhood; (4) father and son relationships; and (5) theoretical 
framework.  
The New Gender Gap  	  
 In her book, The Gender Gap in College, Linda Sax (2008) explored the 
gendered effects of college by utilizing 40 years of data collected by the Cooperative 
Institutional Research Program (CIRP).  Based at UCLA, CIRP administers the 
Freshmen Survey annually, to record the characteristics and expectations of each 
incoming class of college students at participating institutions.  The dataset is 
comprised of over 8 million students from over 1,000 two- and four-year institutions 
across the country. 
 Sax (2008) examined the differences between male and female students 
beyond the basic enrollment statistics.  College men are likely to be older than 
women when entering college.  This likely stems from boys being held back in 
elementary and secondary schools, or starting school a year later.  Additionally, while 
both White male and female students have experienced a decline in enrollment in the 
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last four decades, the growth of racial and ethnic diversity students are not equal for 
both genders.  Female students are more likely to identify as African American, 
Latino, American Indian or “other”, when compared to men.  Sax inferred that male 
students of color are less likely to attend college today.  
 Gunzelmann and Connell (2006) reviewed the current so-called gender gap 
from social, psychological, neuro-biological, and educational perspectives.  The 
researchers highlighted two relevant statistics: women make up 57% of all 
undergraduates, and 58% of all master’s degree students.  In addition to higher 
education, boys are enrolling less often than girls in secondary schools.  Gunzelmann 
and Connell asserted the importance of understanding that the social and 
psychological development for boys and girls differ, thus allowing for individualized 
support for both groups. 
 Yakaboski (2011) explored the undergraduate gender gap from a feminist 
media discourse analysis.  The objective of the study was to identify and analyze 
gender stereotypes of college men and women in higher education.  Yakaboski 
asserted that despite the gender disparity in enrollment, institutional environments are 
largely male dominated.  Yakaboski stated that the widely held assumption that 
“women’s success comes at the expense of men’s” might create unjustified 
resentment towards women (p. 564).  The researcher recommended that student 
affairs professionals must be critical of the media portrayal on the gender gap issue to 
prevent discourse at the expense of students. 
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Masculinity in College Men 	  
 The evidence that college men are struggling is overwhelming, but what steps 
should student professionals take to assist men to be successful?  Davis and Laker 
(2004) asserted that student affairs professionals must first attempt to understand all 
aspects of male identity development before they can serve men better.  It is easy to 
blame men for their disengagement, due to the wide range of issues that college men 
are facing in health, academics, identity development, or conduct.  The major barrier 
that student affairs professionals face when working with college men is a lack of 
understanding of their development as gendered beings.   
 Student affairs professionals are taught to work with the identities of women, 
students of color and with students with different sexual orientations, to provide 
better services and practice.  However, the same cannot be said for men.   Early 
college student development theorists based their research on samples comprised 
primarily of White men but they were not examined through a gendered lens: “A lack 
of understanding related to (or an assumption that we already understand) men’s 
development leads to either reliance on stereotypical gender scripts or failure to 
consider men as gendered beings.  Both are problematic and unprofessional” (Davis 
& Laker, 2004, p. 49).   
 Ludeman (2004) presented a critical challenge to higher education 
practitioners who work directly with men and their behavioral issues on campus.  The 
research utilized qualitative techniques to explore current judicial practices of 
colleges and universities and male students’ experiences in those processes.  He 
asserted that college campuses have failed to recognize the link between the 
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socialization process for men and increased judicial participation on all avenues, 
despite being clearly documented by scholars in men’s studies: 
In examining the behavioral problems of college men, it seems significant to 
understand better how the socialization of boys and men contributes to these 
problems.  In particular, emotional development appears to have a significant 
relationship to behavioral difficulties experienced by college men. (p. 78) 
 
Men are socialized at an early age.  The societal expectations of how boys should act 
and behave are rigid and this is reinforced in all aspects of their lives.  A critical piece 
is the lack of emotional development for boys and men, particularly in the areas of 
emotional expression and self-awareness of nuance emotional states.  Levant (1997) 
described the condition of normative male alexithymia, or the inability for men to 
differentiate and identify their emotions.  This creates a problematic developmental 
issue for men, as alexithymia suppresses tender, vulnerable, and caring feelings, 
while allowing aggression and sexuality as the only acceptable emotional channels 
(Ludeman, 2004).  As boys enter adulthood, a multitude of identity development 
challenges arise, such as choosing an occupation, establishing intimate relationships, 
or choosing a college or university.  Ludeman explained, “judicial officers must foster 
an awareness of the emotional development of college men” (p. 80).  To work 
effectively, judicial officers must first understand their own emotional needs and 
development as well.  The current student conduct landscape is not conducive to 
counteract the hegemonic masculinity college men are likely to experience.  Ludeman 
concluded that institutions must create judicial processes that address both the legal 
requirements and the development and learning processes of college men. 
 Courtenay (2004) provided a summary on the state of college men’s health by 
pointing out many of the issues that are associated with conceptions of masculinity.  
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He asserted that the gap in the livelihood between men and women could be 
explained by men’s health behaviors and beliefs, including beliefs about manhood.  
Men are less likely than women to attribute good health with personal beliefs, and 
they are less likely than women to accept personal responsibility for their health.  
Courtenay (2004) suggested that: 
Men who adopt traditional attitudes about manhood have greater health risks 
than men with less traditional attitudes.  Among college students, traditional 
attitudes have been linked with a higher level of anxiety, greater 
cardiovascular reactions to stress, maladaptive coping, depression, and poor 
health behaviors related to smoking, alcohol and drug use, safety, diet, sleep 
and sexual practices. (p. 60) 
 
Courtenay identified a Six-Point HEALTH Plan that is tailored specifically for 
college men: Humanize, Educate, Assume the Worst, Locate Supports, Tailor a Plan, 
and Highlight Strengths.  With the goal to address the contradiction between health 
care needs and masculinity, each of these points was identified to target the 
behavioral and psychosocial factors that affect men’s health.  Courtenay asserted that 
college men would live longer and healthier lives if these strategies were adapted to 
practice. 
 Berger et al. (2005) examined the impact of gender role conflict, traditional 
masculinity norms, alexithymia, and age on men’s attitudes towards help seeking.  
Utilizing quantitative techniques, the researchers sampled from 155 participants from 
two counties in Florida between the ages of 18 to 88 years.  While the sample was 
diverse in age, it consisted predominately of White men.  Supporting the authors’ 
hypotheses, results revealed that men who scored higher on gender role conflict and 
traditional masculinity ideology were more likely to exhibit negative attitudes toward 
psychological help seeking.  
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 O’Neil (1981) theorized the concept of gender role conflict.  Gender role 
conflict is defined as “negative or unwanted consequences resulting from 
stereotypical gender roles dictated by society” (as cited in Vianden, 2006, p. 17).  For 
example, men are socialized to be powerful, athletic, or competitive but may not 
personally agree with these stereotypical traits, resulting in them feeling conflicted 
thus inhibiting their full human potential. 
 Davies, Shen-Miller and Isacco (2010) explored several components to 
address the health needs of college men.  Davies et al. explained the differences 
between men and women are not just a simple case of biology.  The pressures of the 
rigid traditional masculine norms (e.g., being independent, fearless, tough, or stoic) 
lead to both internal and external conflict and distress for men.  Additionally, “for 
more than 25 years and across many populations, researchers have identified 
correlations between masculinity norms and men’s diminished help seeking, 
psychological distress, and unhealthy behaviors” (Davies et al., 2010, p. 348).  
Research of this type at the University of Oregon led to one of only a handful of 
men’s centers on college campuses. 
 To help college men lead healthy lives, Davies et al. created the Men’s Center 
Approach (MCA). The MCA is unique due to its mission of promoting Possible 
Masculinity.  Davies et al. defined Possible Masculinity as: 
An aspirational and future-oriented goal for men’s identities and behaviors 
based on (a) what men want to be in the future, (b) what men require to meet 
their developmental needs, and (c) what we, as a community, need from men 
to foster community safety and health.  Possible masculinity encompasses 
what men need to become healthy, responsible, tolerant, civil and nurturing in 
their families and communities.  Possible masculinity includes those attitudes, 
characteristics, behaviors, skills, and coping strategies that are required for 
men to lead positive, healthy lives. (p. 348) 
	  	  16 
 
With a focus on Possible Masculinity, the researchers took a step away from the 
traditional (and unsuccessful) approach to masculinity that utilized a deficit model.  
The deficit model highlighted the type of behaviors in which men should not engage, 
but did not teach men the healthy behaviors and attitudes to achieve their goals.  The 
MCA model asked men to focus on their future goals, which allowed them to identify 
the barriers that prevent them from reaching those goals.  Davies et al. (2010) 
elaborated on the key components of the MCA: acceptance, non-judgment and 
unconditional positive regard, respect for diversity, working from the inside-out, 
power sharing, strategic using of the planning process, therapeutic experiences in 
non-therapy settings, and committing to social justice and activism.  The researchers 
argued that these eight components are “productive in developing therapeutic 
relationships with college men,” to offer a unique and effective approach to address 
the needs of college men (Davies et al., p. 349).  Edwards and Jones (2009) 
conducted a study to explore college men’s gender identity development utilizing a 
grounded theory approach.  The purpose of the research was to investigate how 
college men view themselves as men, the effects of this over time, and to identify the 
critical influences that affect men.  Ten men were selected as participants, and each 
completed in three in-depth interviews with the researcher.  Edwards and Jones 
(2009) concluded that the participants in this study engaged in constant interactions 
with what society defined as a man and perceived that society placed strict guidelines 
on what was expected of them as men.  Participants equated performing these 
masculine norms to wearing a mask, suggesting that student affairs professionals 
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must explore the process of letting men be who they want to be (i.e., taking the mask 
off) to help men be successful.   
 The traditional definitions of society place an immense amount of pressure on 
men to perform within acceptable guidelines.  Men learn these rules through 
numerous sources.  The next section will look at one of the most influential figures in 
a man’s life, his father. 
Fatherhood 	  
 Lamb (1987) analyzed the cross-cultural component of fatherhood specifically 
focusing on the U.S.  He examined the history of fathers in America, defining the new 
fatherhood, the paternal influences on child development, and father involvement.  He 
argued that the significant scholarly interest on fatherhood at the time was due to the 
ways “American society conceptualizes and idealizes fatherhood” (p. 22).  He 
explained that even though mothers were primary care givers to children, fathers had 
seen increased levels of involvement, including in tasks stereotypically performed by 
the mother.  Lamb concluded that the influence of fathers in a child’s development 
could not be understated.  
 Cabrera, Tamis-LeMonda, Brandley, Hofferth, and Lamb (2000) examined 
the evolution of fatherhood through four key social trends: women’s increased labor 
force participation, the absence of many men from their families, the increased 
involvement of other fathers in children’s lives, and increased cultural diversity in the 
U.S.  The focus of the study was to assess the dynamic changes of fatherhood and 
father involvement and its effects on both the children and fathers’ development 
along the previously stated trends.  The authors further examined how today’s 
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children will construct expectations of father- and motherhood as they become 
parents in the future.  The authors argued that to best understand the paternal effects 
on a child’s development, we must consider the specific dimensions of father 
involvement, the direct outcome of that involvement, and the different pathways 
fathers influence their children.  There is no single definition of a successful father; 
therefore, researchers must view the effects on their children within the context of the 
family and society. 
 Marsiglio, Amato, Day and Lamb (2000) reviewed scholarship on the topic of 
fatherhood starting in the 1990s.  They specifically selected literature that contained, 
“prominent theoretical, methodological and substantive issues” (p. 1173).  The 
researchers identified four central themes in landscape of fatherhood literature: (1) 
Fatherhood as a cultural representation “that is expressed through different 
sociocultural processes and embedded in a larger ecological context” (p. 1173), (2) 
the conceptualization and examination of fatherhood and father involvement, (3) 
identifying the linkage and developmental outcomes of father and child relationship, 
and (4) exploration of the father identity as part of a reciprocal process that involves 
associated person(s).  These four themes allow researchers who study fatherhood to 
understand the culture and foundation of the relationship. 
 Marsiglio, Day, and Lamb (2000) conducted an analysis to explore the 
difficulties that researchers face as they study the concept of fatherhood.  The central 
focus was to examine the origins of several types of fatherhood, particularly in the 
North American context.  They also looked at the “conceptualizations of father 
involvement” in relation to the range of circumstances that could be present (p. 270).  
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They listed the four major types of fatherhood as: biological fathers as a co-parent 
while married to the children’s mother, biological fathers as a co-parent while 
divorced from the biological mothers, biological fathers not present in the children’s 
lives, and non-biological father as a parent. Furthermore, there were different types of 
father involvement: engagement (e.g., feeding, helping with homework), accessibility 
(e.g., working in the yard while the child is in the next room), and responsibility (e.g., 
making child care arrangements).  Marsiglio et al. concluded that the definitions of 
fatherhood varied, and that researchers must develop “concepts and measurement 
strategies that capture these diverse definitions and meanings” (p. 287).  Clear and 
distinct definitions of fatherhood provide the context to better understand the 
relationship between the father and son. 
Father and Son Relationships 	  
 In this section I review research on the father and son relationship.  To begin 
with, consider this quote by Floyd and Morman (2003) to signify the salience of this 
relationship: “Men’s and boy’s relationships with their father might be among the 
most influential and socially significant same-sex relationships that they form in the 
life course” (p. 599).  This relationship significantly affects a man’s life, including his 
emotional health and relational success, attitudes toward sexuality, communication 
behaviors, and relationships with his own sons.  
 Floyd and Morman (2003) drew three important conclusions.  First, both 
fathers and sons value the expression of affection in their relationships.  Affectionate 
communication and touch were strongly desired and were important to fathers and, to 
a lesser extent, to sons.  Second, in contrast with relationships with their own fathers, 
	  	  20 
current fathers appeared to be more affectionate with their sons today: “…today’s 
fathers report greater relational involvement, satisfaction, and closeness with their 
sons than with their own fathers” (Floyd & Morman, p. 601).  Third, fathers and sons 
tended to express their affection through nonverbal gestures (e.g., supportive 
activities or projects) than verbal statements (e.g., saying “I love you”) or direct 
nonverbal gestures (e.g., hugging).  These findings were supportive of existing 
research on how men express their emotions:  
Several scholars…have suggested that expressing affection or intimacy 
through activities rather than through overt verbal or nonverbal displays is a 
common pattern in male-male relationships, in which concern for avoiding 
potential sexual interpretations of affectionate behavior appears to be stronger 
than it is in female-female or opposite-sex relationships.  It is thought that to 
avoid such misinterpretations, males express affection for each other covertly 
through supportive activities, so as to preserve the significance of the gesture 
(Floyd & Morman, p. 601). 
 
Floyd and Morman leaned on the affection exchange theory (AET), which is defined 
as, “affectionate communication as an evolved behavior that contributes to humans’ 
superordinate motivations to survive and to procreate” (p. 602).  They found that U.S. 
men are more affectionate towards biological sons compared to adopted or stepsons. 
Floyd and Morman (2003) raised two limitations, the second pertaining to the present 
study: similarly to existing literature on father-son affection, the research relied only 
on fathers’ reports about the relationships.  
Matthews (1996) explored the emotional aspects of being men in nine 
participants, particularly the impacts of the relationship with their fathers.  The author 
focused on the range of emotions or the lack of overt emotional responses by men.  
Her interest in fatherhood scholarship was based on observing sons in the context of 
relationships with their fathers.  The primary question in this study was, “How has the 
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relationship with your father affected you?” (Matthews, p. 27).  Nine themes emerged 
from the study: perceptions of father, perceptions of mother in childhood, perception 
of parental relationship, father’s absence, inadequate communication, need for 
father’s approval/acceptance, distancing in adolescence, modeling vs. modification, 
and relationship with father today.  The most salient result of the study was how the 
participants wanted to provide fatherhood for their own children based on the 
shortcomings of their own fathers.  
In a study on how adult sons reconciled their relationships with their fathers, 
Katz (2002) studied participants who had gone through the process of reconciliation 
that resulted in positive changes in their relationship.  Katz established eight common 
qualities: awareness of satisfaction and pleasure in the relationship, appreciation and 
gratitude for the relationship, a sense of trust and safety, emphasis on family, sharing 
emotional availability, a recognition of the unavoidable nature of life’s struggles, a 
minimum of unhealthy projection, and personality traits of reconciliation.  Katz also 
identified a major theme in the process called preventive reconciliation, which he 
defined as “the ability to habitually deal with conflictual, emotional issues in the 
present, thus avoiding estrangement and often the need for a lengthy, comprehensive 
reconciliation process” (p. 23).   
 By reviewing the literature on fatherhood, Coombs (1997) focused on the 
positive influences of a good father-son relationship particularly on the son’s 
development.  From the data, Coombs (1997) described the lifelong secure 
attachment bond between father and son that is never broken, from ‘good enough’ 
fathering.  The essence of ‘good enough’ fathering is characterized by its reliability 
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and dependability.  It is further described as existing in a family environment without 
the presence of extended periods of stress.  In this relationship, “the son is able to use 
the father as a model of masculinity and the father is able to balance authority with 
allowing the son freedom in his own development” (as cited in Goozh, 2010, p. 20) 
 Goozh (2010) explored the experience of the father and son relationship from 
the position of the son.  Utilizing a self-narrative method.  Participants were asked to 
share meaningful experiences about the relationships with their fathers.  The central 
research question was “What is the meaning and intimate experience of being a son to 
a father?” (p. 226).   
 Goozh (2010) concluded that the relationship between fathers and sons occurs 
through a developmental process.  He identified three main developmental themes 
crucial to the father and son relationship: “becoming a person; becoming a son; and, 
becoming a man.  To understand these movements is to understand the experience of 
being a son to a father” (p. 184).  This developmental process of the father-son 
relationship makes this study relevant for the present research. 
Theoretical Framework 	  
 The experiences the men share in this study can be framed by 
Bronfenbrenner’s (1989) ecological systems theory.  He was a pioneer of 
developmental ecology, which focuses on the individuals in the developmental 
context and the different spheres of influence (Evans, Forney, Guido, Patton, & Renn, 
2010).  There are four main components in Bronfenbrenner’s theory: (1) process, (2) 
person, (3) context, and (4) time.  According to Evans et al., the “components interact 
in ways that promote or inhibit development” (p. 161).  Specifically, the context 
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element can help explain the experiences of the participants in this study.  The person 
is placed in the center and surrounded by four levels of influence: (a) Microsystems, 
reflects the pattern of activities, roles, and interpersonal relationship experienced by 
the person on a regular basis, including immediate family, roommates, and 
teammates; (b) Mesosystems, the linkage and process of a system of environments, 
including home, workplace, and campus; (c) Exosystems, do not contain the person 
but exerts influences on the individual, such as parents’ work place or institutional 
decision makers; (d) Macrosystems, consists of the overarching characteristics and 
ideology of a culture, such as preconceived notions of gender or sexism. 
Chapter Summary 
 College men today face a host developmental, health, conduct, and academic 
concerns that hinder them from positive achievements in all aspects of life.  In recent 
years, researchers have begun to answer the call to further investigate the 
socialization of college men as a major contributor to the issues they face.  Perhaps 
the strongest socializing factor of boys and men, their father, has received increasing 
attention in the literature, which informs the present study on the father-son 
relationships of college men. 
  






This chapter describes the sampling, data collection and data analysis 
procedures guiding this study, along with a reflexivity statement (Jones, Torres, & 
Arminio, 2006).  Previous research on fatherhood has approached this topic 
employing a deficit model, including low levels of father involvement that result in 
negative consequences for the child (Goozh, 2010).  In this study I will approach the 
participants from a neutral standpoint. The goal is to obtain the subjective experience 
of sons in relationship to their father.  I am interested in exploring and understanding 
the socialization influences of the father, particularly, during the participants’ years 
growing up, during the college years, and the relationship’s impact on how the 
participants view masculinity. 
Participants and Selection Criteria 	  
 I selected five undergraduate men at the University of Wisconsin-La Crosse 
(UW-L) for three separate one-on-one interviews.  The first criterion for participation 
was that the students should be men between ages of 18 to 28.  Second, participants 
must have had a relationship with their father growing up.  Finally, the father must be 
living at the time of data collection.  I chose these selection criteria because of 
purposeful sampling.  According to Denzin and Lincoln (2000), qualitative 
researchers must “seek out groups, settings, and individuals where and for whom the 
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processes being studied are most likely to occur” (as cited in Jones, Torres, & 
Arminio, 2006, p. 66).  
 Participants must be able to clearly reflect on the behavior studied, when 
using phenomenological methodology (Jones et al., 2006).  I selected two initial 
participants based on their involvement as leaders in student organizations, their 
ability to articulate their thoughts and emotions, and their willingness to share their 
experience.  I knew this about the first participants because of my interactions with 
them when we were undergraduate students together at UW-L.  To gather additional 
participants I used snowball and intensive sampling techniques (Edwards & Jones, 
2009).  I asked the initial participants and other key informants, such as student 
organization advisors, to recommend additional participants for the study.  After a 
brief period of recruiting potential participants, I selected three additional UW-L male 
undergraduates who met the selection criteria. 
Data Collection 
 I used phenomenological interviewing techniques (Seidman, 1998) as the 
primary method of data collection because it “provides access to the context of 
people’s behavior and thereby provides a way for researchers to understand the 
meaning of that behavior” (Seidman, 1998, p. 4).  In my study, this behavior was 
reflected in the interaction and the relationship between the participant and their 
fathers.  The most distinguishing feature of phenomenological interviewing is the 
series of three separate interviews with each participant (Seidman).  
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The first interview served to build rapport with the participants and gathered 
data about details of the relationship with the participant’s father up to leaving the 
parental home for college.  Sample questions from the first interview included: 
• How did you feel about your father when you were in elementary 
school?  
o Middle school?  
o High school? 
• What was the time you spent with your father like for you? 
In the second interview, I asked the participants to discuss details of the present 
experience with their father, their perceptions of masculinity, and their college 
experiences.  Sample questions from the second interview included: 
• Please describe, in as much detail as possible, your current relationship 
with your father? 
• What do you notice about yourself that is like your father? 
• What experiences with your father are most helpful to you as a person? 
During the third interview I helped the participants reflect on the meaning of their 
lives in the context of their relationship with their fathers and asked them to look into 
the future relative to their own relationships with their own future family.  Sample 
questions from the third interview included: 
• How has your understanding of what it means to be a man changed 
over your life? 
• How do you think you have achieved what your father thought you 
would be, as a man? 
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• As you begin to start your own family, can you tell me about the 
relationship you hope to have with your children? 
All interview protocols can be found in Appendices B, C, and D. 
 The interviews began by asking the participants to review and fill out an 
informed consent statement.  Each participant chose his own pseudonym, to be used 
in interview transcripts, member checks, and this final report. I used a semi-structured 
interview format that was conversational in nature and each interview lasted between 
60 to 90 minutes.  Data collection began in November 2011, and concluded in 
January 2012.  In accordance with phenomenological methods, the interviews were 
spaced at least one week apart.  This time allowed the participants to debrief and 
reflect on the previous interview (Seidman).  All interviews were digitally recorded 
and I transcribed each interview verbatim, yielding a total of 111 pages of single-
spaced transcripts. 
Data Analysis   	  
 Once the interviews were transcribed, I followed Smith and Osborn’s (2007) 
interpretative phenomenological analysis techniques.  In the initial stages of data 
analysis, each transcript was read a number of times.  According to Smith and 
Osborn, “each reading has the potential to throw up new insights” (2007, p. 67).  To 
divide the text into meaningful content, I highlighted quotations in Microsoft Word 
and kept notes as larger data categories emerged.  Once the process was completed 
for a transcript, I returned to the beginning to begin the process again.  Quotations 
that were previously highlighted were evaluated with the notes to form concise 
phrases that “aim to capture the essential quality of what was found in the text” 
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(Smith & Osborn, p. 68).  The process was repeated for each transcript.  The initial 
categories that emerged were compared to others of the same interview.  Finally, the 
larger categories were combined into larger themes.  The final themes were consistent 
and addressed the majority of participants.  The four major themes that emerged from 
the data analysis process included (1) idolization of fathers during childhood, (2) 
questioning father’s authority and values, (3) current sense of appreciation for fathers 
(4) expressions of masculinity and fatherhood. 
Trustworthiness 	  
 Lincoln and Guba (1985) developed a set of trustworthiness guidelines for 
researchers to follow when conducting qualitative research.  Trustworthiness is the 
equivalent of validity, reliability and objectivity in quantitative research.  Four criteria 
are highlighted as trustworthiness: credibility, transferability, dependability, and 
confirmability.  Credibility in qualitative research can be established through a 
number of different techniques, one of which is member checking.  I conducted 
member checks following the completion of the transcripts.  I sent each participant a 
summary of the interviews via e-mail and asked them to critique my interpretation of 
the main findings.  Of the five participants, four completed the final member check.  
Below are two specific responses from the member check phase: 
James: I think you wrapped up what we talked about pretty nicely. Glad I 
could be of help and I wish the best for your project  
Vincent: I don't see any errors except for when you wrote the name “Tim” 
instead of “Vincent” under “Relationship with his father”.  
 
To achieve transferability, Lincoln and Guba (1985) suggested the use of thick 
description.  Throughout the data collection process, I kept a journal to document 
notes.  These notes were combined with the transcripts to provide a complete 
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description of the interviews.  Dependability and confirmability can be achieved by 
creating an audit trail.  The audit trail is compilation of all documents and material 
generated throughout the research process.  It allows independent readers and 
subsequent researchers to authenticate the findings of the current study.  I preserved 
all the audio files, transcripts and field notes to create this audit trail.   
Reflexivity 	  
 Due to the subjective and constructivist nature of qualitative methodologies, 
the primary researcher must have a clear understanding of his or her own biases, 
assumptions, worldview, and orientation related to the topic of the study.  The 
researcher must be conscious and critically self-reflective throughout the research 
process.  Jones et al. (2006) recommended several questions for reflexivity 
researchers ought to ask themselves before the research process begins: (1) Why is it 
that I am engaged in the present study?  What is it about me and my experiences that 
lead me to this study? (2) What personal biases and assumptions do I bring with me to 
this study? (p. 125) 
 The present research topic stemmed from my interest and involvement in a co-
ed UW-L student organization called Men United Against Sexual Assault (MUASA).  
As an undergraduate student, I was a member of MUASA for all four years and 
president in my third year.  The organization advocated for victims of sexual assault 
and worked to educate men on the roles males often play in this issue.  We also 
sought to educate ourselves to become more knowledgeable on the topic, as we were 
asked deliver presentations in the residence halls and in classrooms.  During those 
presentations we often began by stating why we were involved in the group.  I was 
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involved in the organization because of the devastating nature of sexual assault to 
women, especially when I thought about women in my family and among my friends. 
 I believe that by raising awareness and educating ourselves, college men can 
effectively contribute to the campus and community.  This has allowed me to reflect 
on my own experiences.  I was born in Hong Kong and lived there until I was 9 years 
old.  In present-day Hong Kong, the rigidity of gender roles is similar to those in the 
U.S. in the mid-1900s.  My father was the family’s breadwinner and my mother 
stayed at home.  In 1997, my family immigrated to the U.S.  We moved to a town of 
50,000 people in western Wisconsin, where I went to middle school and high school.  
At that time, I was exposed to the cultural definition of masculinity emphasized by 
U.S. American society.   The definitions were rigid, and others in my peer groups 
strictly enforced violations of such gender definitions.  In the U.S., I was raised that 
men are supposed to be strong, independent, and tough.  Until I went to college, this 
is how I was socialized by my environment. 
 In the past six years, I have been progressively exposed to the current research 
on men, masculinity, and its relationship to the existing issues that men face (outlined 
in chapter 1), in relation to how men develop their gender identity.  For many men, 
the most influential and socially significant same-sex relationship is with their father.  
This was the case for me as well.  I have always had a great relationship with my 
father.  I would attribute this closeness to the collective nature that was stressed in our 
home culture.  When I was younger, after a long day of work, my father sang to my 
brother and me as he tucked us in to bed.  He was a strict authoritarian, yet an 
outwardly gentle and loving father.  The former slowly disappeared, as I grew older.  
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There is no doubt that my father loves me and would sacrifice anything so I have an 
opportunity to achieve something he did not.  The reason they decided to move to the 
U.S. was so my brother and I can attain a better education.  Neither of my parents has 
earned more than equivalent of a middle school education.   
 However, there were aspects of the relationship with my father that seemed 
missing.  In the relationship with my father, the lack of verbal affirmation and 
outward displays of affection were apparent.  A combination of that realization and 
my knowledge of the literature on college men have led me to this study.  
Additionally, my understanding of men’s development grew as well through my 
graduate coursework.  The coursework in my master’s program provided me with 
thorough training and a good understanding of research in higher education and 
student affairs.   
 Acknowledging my relationship with the research will allow me to navigate 
around my own preconceptions when conducting this study as best as I could.  I am a 
heterosexual Chinese American man.  I have experienced different societal 
definitions of being a man, both as part of a racial majority and minority.  I am lucky 
to have had a wonderful relationship with my father, a father who would sacrifice 
anything so I could have a better life.  I must avoid the bias that my relationship with 
my father is the standard for everyone.  Each of my participants will have different 
experiences and perspectives; for their relationships are no less “standard” than my 
own. 
	  	  32 
 
Chapter Summary 	  
 The present study is an exploration of the father and son relationship in five 
male college students.  The researcher utilized phenomenological interviewing 
techniques to gather data.  Each participant partook in three interviews, and a total of 
15 interviews were transcribed verbatim and analyzed.  The following chapter will 
discuss the major themes that emerged from the interviews. 
  




 FINDINGS 	  
 The following chapter discusses the results from the individual interviews 
with the five participants.  It begins with a brief profile (Seidman, 1998) of each of 
the participants (all participants chose their own pseudonym).  Each profile will 
conclude with a participant’s quote that describes their fathers.  This description 
provides an insightful glimpse in to the relationship with their father that helps us 
begin to understand the students’ socialization process stories.  Following the profiles 
the chapter outlines the four major themes that emerged from the interviews: (1) 
idolization of fathers during childhood, (2) questioning father’s authority and values, 




 James is the only participant who does not have any siblings.  He was born in 
large metropolitan area in Eastern Wisconsin.  He and his family lived there until 
James came to college.  During the time of data collection, his father worked at a 
manufacturing company and his mother was unemployed.  James’s parents separated 
when he began his undergraduate study, and his mother moved to La Crosse.  James 
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remains close with his father’s side of the family and most of them reside in the area 
of his hometown. 
 James offered a unique description of his relationship with his father.  Both 
his parents were 19 years old when James was born:   
I thought of like my dad as pretty much my friend because my mom worked 
1st shift so and my dad worked 3rd shift.  So most of the time I get home, from 
3:00-6:00 pm, I’m with my dad more than my mom.  When she got home it 
was like dinner time and kind of time to do homework and go to sleep.  
 
Mike 	  
 For the first three years of his life, Mike lived in an orphanage in a South 
American country.  He was adopted by an American family and moved to a large city 
in central Wisconsin.  Mike has a younger brother, whom his parents also adopted 
from the same orphanage several years later.  Mike knows very limited information 
regarding his biological family, his mother’s name, and the number of siblings he had 
at the time of his adoption.  In this study, the discussions will focus on his adopted 
father and mother. 
 Several years ago, his family visited his birthplace and specifically, the 
orphanage.  Mike describes this experience in the interview: 
We went back a couple years ago to visit the orphanage. We had been back to 
[name of country] but never to the orphanage so we went back there to visit, 
got a tour and set up a meeting with the president. They had a big book about 
mostly just food records. That’s all that I learned when I was there. 
 
Mike’s father works at a statistician with the Department of Natural Resources and 
his mother is a 5th grade special education teacher.  He lived at home with them until 
he came to UW-L.  Mike described his father in the first interview as follows: 
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My dad is a typical White middle class kind of guy.  He is very passive, very 
nice guy.  He is quiet.  He is so smart; he’s very intelligent, very rational.  
He’s very sarcastic; he’s definitely nerdy, and super motivated.  
Mike summed up the description of his father by saying, “he reads like no other.  My 
grandma says he used to read 4 -5 books a week, never went out or did any of that, 
he’s that type of guy.” 
Ryan 	  
 Ryan is the only participant born and raised in the area surrounding UW-L 
and the majority of his immediate and extended family still resides in the area.  
Ryan’s father works as a general manager and his mother works in accounting at a 
local hospital.  Ryan has an older sister who works in occupational therapy.  Ryan 
and his father always had a very close and positive relationship until his summer after 
his sophomore year of college when Ryan decided to come out to his parents as 
bisexual: 
I kind of expected the conversation to go along, "this was unexpected but we'll 
help whatever we can to support you.”  It wasn’t that way at all, there was a 
lot of hurtful things said like, “this isn’t fair to us”, or “don’t tell anyone.”  
 
Ryan attributed the way his parents initially responded due to their religious beliefs 
and the lack of exposure to LGBT people in their community.  “They’re Catholic, 
plus I don’t think they know anyone who is LGBT in the community that is out.” 
Despite Ryan’s current experiences with his parents, he offered a positive description 
of his father: 
[My father is] very family oriented.  When it comes to making the family 
happy, he'll do it even if it comes as an expense to himself.  Whether that’s 
doing too much extra work around the house or taking his own work time to 
come to a play or a Christmas concert of mine.  He always goes out of his way 
to make that attempt.  He'd work a 10 hour job Monday to Friday, come 
home, either spend time with us or do yard work around the house. 
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Tim 	  
 Tim was born and lived in a small Tibetan refugee village in an Asian 
country.  His immediate family consists of his father, mother, two older brothers and 
a younger sister.  Soon after Tim was born, his father participated in the U.S. green 
card lottery and was awarded permanent residency in the U.S.  When Tim was two, 
his father moved to the U.S., while the rest of the family remained.  During this time, 
they moved around quite often but eventually the family was reunited in the U.S.:  
[At] the same time [my dad] was supporting us in [birth country], we did a lot 
of moving around when it was just my mom and siblings and I.…We stayed 
with our aunt for a while. He started sending us money; we had a house and 
everything.  When I was 6 we moved to America; my dad saved enough 
money to bring us here after all the papers were filed. 
 
In the U.S., Tim’s father is an assistant to a social worker, and a part-time certified 
nursing assistant.  His mother works as a coordinator at a manufacturing company, 
and also has a second job at a food services company.  His two older brothers both 
served in the armed services and are returning to their lives in the U.S.  His sister just 
began college in the fall.  Tim’s parents place a high value on education. Consider, 
for example Tim’s description of his father: 
[My dad is] very stubborn and strict with us.  He tries to do good all the time, 
looks out [for others] and has good intention.  We all know that he loves us.  
He mainly came to America for us because he always talked about the 
opportunity they never got.  [My parents] didn’t have the money to go to 
college my dad barely had money to finish high school.  I feel like they really 
wanted us to get more, to go forward and make a better name for ourselves, a 




 Similar to Tim, Vincent was also born in a Tibetan refugee camp in an Asian 
country.  His immediate family consists of his mother, father, and an older brother.  
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Both of his mother and father have seven siblings, which results in a large extended 
family; Vincent has 35 cousins.  In 1992, his mother received a sponsorship through a 
hair product company to come to the United States to study.  In 1996, Vincent, his 
brother and father also moved to the U.S.  They lived in a small town in Northwestern 
Wisconsin, where they were one of two families of color.  His parents were afraid 
that their children would lose connection with their Tibetan heritage; therefore, in 
1998, they moved to a larger city in central Wisconsin.  At the time, the local Tibetan 
community consisted of around 500 people.  His mother owns a salon, and his father 
works as a bilingual resource specialist at a high school. 
 Vincent has always had a very good relationship with his father and pointed 
out the years 1992 to 1996 as the time when he perceived growing closest to him.  His 
mother’s absence due to her schooling in the U.S. during this time gave Vincent and 
his father a solid foundation for their relationship.  He described his father during the 
first interview: 
When I think about my dad, he’s somebody who is really kind… he’s a good 
man.  He can be kind of strange, [with] a weird sense of humor.  Overall, 
really kind, hardworking and pretty simple the way he lives.  He spends a lot 
of time reading on the computer, learning. He loves to learn about Tibetan 
issues and history of Tibet. That’s something that’s really important to me and 
it is important to him as well. 
 
His father sacrifices much of his time for the Tibetan community in their hometown.  
For Vincent and his father, their devotion to their Tibetan heritage and sense of 
altruism is an avenue in which their relationship continues to develop. 
 All the participants had a positive relationship with their fathers growing up.  
In the following section, I will describe the four major themes that emerged from this 
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study.  These themes provide an even deeper look into the bond the students 
experience with their fathers. 
Major Themes 
 As each of the participants discussed their relationship with their fathers, four 
major themes emerged from the interview.  As shown, the names of the themes bear 
representative, direct quotes from the participants that exemplify the theme under 
discussion.  In addition, the sections delineating each theme feature a variety of 
direct, sometimes extensive, student statements from the interviews.  Both are 
intentional to let the findings speak in the voices of the participants. 
 The first theme reflected a period that took place during a time the 
participants’ were in elementary and middle school. 
“I wanted to make my dad proud”- Idolization of Fathers 	  
 The theme of idolizing their fathers emerged from interviews with all 
participants.  During their conversations with me, it quickly became evident that all 
participants enjoyed a close and loving relationship with their fathers growing up.  
Ryan had a very close relationship with his father, specifically during the pre-high 
school period.  Consider this conversation about his perceived relationship with his 
father during the elementary school years: 
R: I believe when people asked me who my hero was, [my father] was the 
person I'd say for that. Usually in the family there is good cop/bad cop, and he 
was the good parent in our case. That’s one reason I was closer to him.   
A: What made you look up to him in that way when you were little? 
R: I think he was just generally always there for me.  I got early memories of 
water balloon fights and nerf gun wars in the basement.  There was always 
time for me, even when we have a lot of other stuff to do; I think that was 
very important.  Early memories I had with him would probably be rough 
housing, where I would pretend I was a football player and I’d run at him and 
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tackle or run into him. I know a lot of times when I was younger he'd carry me 
on his shoulders. 
 
Ryan also described a very close relationship with his father evident in their ability to 
share and show how they felt about one another.  His father was the coach for his 
little league sports teams.  Sports were an avenue where Ryan connected with his 
father.  Mike also indicated a personable relationship with his father during early 
school years: “[In] elementary school, I loved my dad, it was great.  It’s always been 
a constant appreciation and love.”   
 James remembered being very close to his father primarily because of the 
amount of time that they spent with each other.  James specifically recalled the 
middle school period: 
My dad gets off of work when I need to get to school, so he would be the one 
to wake me up and sometimes he would even make me breakfast and you 
know I think that is nice of him. He’s just like my support system, he’s always 
there for me so, in middle school, he used to drive me to school and now that I 
think about it, he’s probably very tired from work, but it wasn’t that far, I 
could’ve easily walked, but he still took me. 
 
When asked about the relationship with his father at this time, Vincent provided a 
similar response but added the nuances of distinct cultural differences: 
I always loved him a lot, but I remember when I was in elementary school, I 
would be embarrassed when we would go to school and stuff.  I think it’s so 
stupid now but that’s how it was.  I would be embarrassed of [my father 
always being there].  When I was seven or eight, that’s when I feel like I 
wanted separation when I was in front of people.  Maybe that’s me trying to 
get the separation I need to fit in. All my friends were white. I felt like, I 
wanted to be more assimilated. I wanted to separate myself from my 
parents…but when I was at home, I didn’t feel any of this way. 
 
It is important to note that this only took place in public.  These feelings went away 
when his family moved to the second-largest city in the state.  Vincent contributes his 
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maturation in how he felt about his dad in public to the exposure of other Tibetan 
families in the community.   
 Similar to Vincent, Tim’s relationship with his father also deviated slightly 
from the rest of the participants.  During the four years his father lived in the U.S. 
without the family, Tim had very limited interactions with him.  At this time, he had 
other male figures in his life, including his older brothers, uncles, and cousins.  Tim 
lacked an absolute authoritarian figure in his birth country, but that changed very 
quickly once the rest of his family immigrated to the U.S.: 
A: Can you describe how you felt about your dad when you were in 
elementary school?  
T: I really start thinking; he really grew in to it as father when I was around 
eight.  He became a real father; he’d scorn me when I did bad things.  I had 
trouble listening to the teacher and they told my parents that I was really bad. 
And my grades weren’t that good and that’s when I first remember my dad 
yelling at me and punishing me. He wrote to my teacher and said I couldn’t go 
on a field trip. That’s when I was starting acting in line. 
 
Once his father earned his son’s obedience, Tim viewed the relationship in a different 
light: 
I used to feel like I listened more to my mom, but with my dad stepping in to 
be the kind of guy to tell me what to do.  In middle school, I wanted to make 
my dad proud. I feel like I had to prove myself to him that I was worthy to be 
his son. 
 
Consistent in the fact that the five participants perceived their father as loving, caring, 
albeit, at times, strict and firm, this theme exemplifies the variety of ways the 
participants expressed appreciation, love, and admiration for their fathers.  These 
participant quotes further assert that their fathers held a very important status in their 
son’s life up to this point.  The second theme marks a slight departure from this 
overwhelming sense of appreciation. 
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“We just didn’t agree at all”- Questioning Father’s Authority and Values 
 The second theme was equally salient as the first; however, it was less 
consistent.  Not all participants experienced struggles with questioning their fathers’ 
values and authority.  Further, the theme reflects a time in the men’s lives at which 
perhaps their different life or developmental stages made them accept their fathers 
less blindly as they had during earlier years.  High school proved to be a very 
different period of time for the Ryan, Mike, Tim, and Vincent.  For some participants, 
this led to more conflict and disagreement in their father-son relationship.   
 Tim began to question his father’s values during high school.  It was a drastic 
change from the previous theme where he strived to make his dad proud: “I didn’t 
want to listen to my dad at all.  I started thinking how he can’t be the one that tells us 
everything [that was right], and that’s when we had a lot of arguments.”  In addition, 
Tim thought that his father was very stubborn, especially when it came to Tim’s life: 
I used to think my dad was perfect and right about everything.  When I started 
thinking about this or didn’t agree with this, I just thought I was wrong.  But 
little by little, the first time you prove him wrong, and he can’t deny it, you 
know that he isn’t right all the time.  He always did the same thing with my 
siblings he always wanted us to study but nothing else… I thought he’s only 
doing this to because he missed out … for selfish reasons. 
 
In high school Tim came to the conclusion that his dad was not perfect.  His father 
interfered with Tim’s social life and voiced his opinion on what he should be doing.  
Tim thought that his father was being selfish and was trying to live vicariously 
through his children because he did not get the chance to himself.   
 Around the same time in his own life, Vincent also began to question his 
father’s attitudes and values because of the disagreement they had about Vincent’s 
girlfriend at this time: 
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I dated this girl for 3 and 1/2 years and my dad does not approve of this girl.  
He would always tell me that I shouldn’t date her.  We just didn’t agree on 
this at all, it would create a lot of arguments.  I would tell him that she is a 
nice girl and she is nice to me and stuff, but for some reason he just didn’t 
want her to be with me. I think a lot of that is because she is Tibetan too, but 
he has an image of what should be my girlfriend or wife or partner.  And I 
think she didn’t fulfill that.  
 
For Mike and his father, the differences between their social lives were a significant 
issue.  Similar to the other participants, the way Mike describe the relationship with 
his father during the second interview is drastically different from the first.  Mike 
mentioned that his father’s personality traits were much different from his own, 
which seemed especially evident during interview two: 
Our biggest issue is that I'm an incredibly social person, always surrounding 
myself with friends, always looking for something social to do, it's got me in 
trouble.  It’s something that he's never understood or ever had, he’s been so 
motivated and focused.  When I slip in that sense, when I’m procrastinating 
not getting stuff done, it looks like I’m over straining myself socially.  He’s 
like “you're too focused in social things.”  It’s not like we get in terrible fights, 
we do yell at each other, but I guess that’s whatever. 
 
Reflected in this statement are Mike’s sentiments that he always more comfortable 
seeking out his mother when social issues arose because he perceived his father 
would not understand these issues.  
 Similar to other participants, Ryan experienced a very close relationship with 
his father growing up, but high school also proved to be a rocky period for them.  
Ryan’s father had always stressed the importance of sports and being strong and 
athletic.  Ryan was not interested in participating in sports, but it meant a lot to his 
father: 
R: He wanted me to be the three-sport athlete.  I dropped out of football in 
middle school. I didn’t do basketball in high school and he was definitely 
disappointed … because he enjoyed it…practice was a lot of work and I 
wasn’t having fun with it, I just did baseball. 
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A: How did you now he was disappointed when you quit sports? 
R:  The football thing was okay, but basketball was really disappointing. 
When I quit basketball I signed a note that I would play baseball for all four 
years of high school for him.   
A: Was that something you proposed or did he? 
R: I might have proposed it, it was something that he liked because he 
definitely enjoyed watching us play sports and it was like his pride and joy.  I 
only did baseball for 2 years because my job didn’t allow me to play it 
anymore, and that was super difficult for me to do and tell him that I didn’t 
want to do it. I know that was one of his favorite things, to watch us play. 
 
Ryan’s passion was more in the performing arts, such as theater or singing.  His 
father began to pay for voice lessons as opposed to sports camps.  Eventually, his 
father seemed to understand the importance of letting Ryan be who he wanted to be.   
 This theme reflected the participants’ experiences with their fathers during the 
high school years.  The majority of the participants indicated a marked departure from 
the idolized views of their fathers they held during elementary and middle schools.  
However, as the next theme will show, this period of conflict during high school was 
a stage in the continuous development of the father-son relationship. 
“I’m starting to appreciate him more”- Current Sense of Appreciation for 
Father 
 These interviews provided each participant the opportunity to reflect on their 
lives, and specifically on the relationships with their fathers.  The men recalled the 
period of their lives when they began to feel a sense of appreciation for their fathers.  
For most of the participants, the catalyst was the separation from the family as 
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We were really close when, we've always been pretty close, around college, 
not like physically, because I’m in La Crosse and he’s in [name of city]. When 
I come back and he’s really happy and he is supportive in a good way and I 
really appreciate that.  I’m starting to appreciate him more when I finally left 
the house to go to college. 
 
In addition, Vincent felt that the relationship had matured: 
I think we're both understanding and appreciating each other more. And in 
that way we're able to connect better.  He would tell me, “I’m really proud of 
you” and that feels really good.  I’ve heard that before but it felt better in 
college because I understood it better. 
 
This powerful quote underlines the developmental process the sons experience 
relative to their own identity, as well as to the progression of the relationship with 
their fathers. 
 The process was also evident in Mike who looked back at the times when 
conflict arose between him and his father and realized how much he had grown as a 
person.  This realization stemmed from feeling guilty about causing his parents some 
anxiety and difficulties when he was growing up.  For Mike, the realization of his 
parents’ mortality played a crucial role in learning to appreciate his father: 
I’ve realized that by just… learning about how I know I’m not always going 
to have my parents.  Seeing my grandparents getting old has helped.  We're 
going to die, all of us and I can’t take that for granted especially for the people 
raising me.  I try to kind of keep [my parents] proud and happy with what I’m 
doing right now. 
 
Tim highlighted a conversation with his father that changed his view from the 
previous theme.  When he was nearing completion of high school, his father 
encouraged Tim to go to college but gave him the choice to not attend.  His 
realization came over time as he slowly saw that his parents did everything for a 
reason, to give him a better life.  Separation from his family contributed to a new way 
of thinking for Tim:  
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T: When I left for college it wasn’t good, we got into arguments and then I 
was here, after a while we miss each other and now it’s been pretty good. 
A: Can you tell me more about that? 
T: I’m just missing my family when I don’t see them all the time… every time 
you’re away from your family you just miss them, or they miss you. 
 
James was more independent during high school. Since he has been to college, he has 
done his best to make sure his father knows how he is doing and is trying to improve 
the communication with his parents.  James’s love for his father was evident when he 
discussed with me the times he visited his parents at home during college: “A: What’s 
that time together like? J: It’s just good to see him. We love each other.” 
Love and admiration for their fathers emerged from my interviews with the students 
about the progression of his relationship with their fathers. Vincent’s quote is 
representative:   
A: What was the time like for you, which you got to spend with your dad? 
V: Back then I didn’t think about it as hanging out…but now it’s nice we got 
to spend time and relax with your dad.  I look back and think and I feel good 
about it.  You don’t want to take that for granted, a lot of people don’t have 
that.  I am thankful for that chance. 
 
Mike looked back at the time him and his father spent together.  He realized that just 
being around his father was important to him.  Tim, Vincent, Mike and James echoed 
appreciation for their fathers when they came to college.  For those participants, being 
away from their families was a major reason for the differences from the previous 
theme. 
While Ryan did not directly talk about his appreciation for his father at this time due 
to the issues that arose between them, the next theme will more prominently highlight 
Ryan’s thoughts about his father.  
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“I would do it the same [way] my parents did”- Expressions of Masculinity and 
Fatherhood 
 One of the research questions guiding this thesis focused on the expressions of 
masculinity in the father-son relationship and how fathers socialized the male 
participants about being a man.  Throughout the interviews, the participants reflected 
on their fathers’ definitions of masculinity and their own, in relation to societal 
definitions of manhood.  All of the participants mentioned the traditional societal 
definition of masculinity that included being tough, rich, aggressive, strong, non-
emotional, and intimidating.  Consider Vincent’s answer to society’s definition of 
masculinity: 
I think it’s portrayed as being strong, and hiding your emotions often… it has 
to do with being the man and being in charge.  It would [also] be somebody 
whose worth is the type of car he drives or house he lives in. That’s what I 
think society’s definition is. 
 
Parts of these traditional gender roles their fathers seemed to instill in their sons.  For 
instance, Ryan’s father defined how to be a man along the concepts of sports, strength 
and athleticism: “A: What does it mean for your father to be a man?  R: I would say 
sports, he wanted me to be the three sport athlete.”  Additionally, Tim’s father 
masculinity revolved around being tough and never showing weakness.  Consider 
Tim perception of his father’s definition of masculinity: 
[My father] used to always talk about getting in fights.  He'd protect him and 
his sister, and he'd expected us to do the same.  You have to put your family 
first, and not to be a coward.  When I was little he used to tell me [that] when 
he was a kid he'd never take [explicit] from anyone.  That grew in to me so I 
got in a lot of fights in elementary school and middle school.  When people 
come up to push me the wrong way I’d think that my dad wouldn’t want me to 
be a coward so that would land me in the principal’s office [often].  My dad 
would say never start a fight, but [more importantly] never back down from 
one. 
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However, when asked to describe their own definitions of masculinity, the 
participants diverged somewhat from their father’s definitions of manhood.  For 
Vincent, being a man meant being nice, generous, and responsible: “To be a man… 
it’s really important to be nice and generous to those around you, especially your wife 
or partner.”  For the other participants, it means having and education and being able 
to provide.  Here, Tim’s definition embodies much of the other participants: “[the] 
biggest thing is to be able to support yourself and others around you.  [It is important] 
to help your family.  Never turn your back on your family when they need it.”  The 
participants’ definitions of masculinity transcended the traditional definitions, as they 
meshed their contemporary views of masculinity with their fathers’ slightly more 
traditional conceptualizations.  This suggests that college may be a salient socializing 
agent for the students beyond being socialized by their father. 
 Despite espousing some traditional views of masculinity, the participants’ 
fathers were clearly not proponents or examples of hegemonic masculinity.  In fact, 
the one common theme of manhood all participants and their fathers shared was the 
ability to provide for their families, both emotionally and financially.  For their 
fathers, family was most important.  The participants clearly recognized these 
paternal values as they reflected on the relationships with their fathers.  In turn, the 
participants’ contemporary views of masculinity already seem to shape their potential 
roles as fathers.  In the final interview I asked the participants to think about the 
relationships they would like to have with their own children and families.  Although 
the men had experienced different journeys and told different stories, their answers 
were remarkably similar relative to the values and principles their fathers instilled in 
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them.  For example, Tim described the type of father he wants to be as strict and 
authoritative.  Tim was beginning to see that the values and principles that his parents 
placed in him were important.  In exploring what he may be like as a parent, Tim 
discussed being driven by the same goals that guided his parents: 
I will be strict with [my kids]; my parents were strict with me.  That part, I’m 
going to go with.  So they know how to behave.  Tweak some of the parenting 
that they given me.  Other things like, stressing education and all those family 
values I’m going to carry on from what my family taught me.  I want to give 
them room to make mistakes sometime… I just want to, my parents went to a 
certain level and I want to go higher and give my kids a better life you know. 
 
Similarly, Vincent wants to impart the values that he learned from his father to his 
future children:  
[I want them] to work hard, besides being unselfish.  Just be good to your 
friends and family and to people.  Be compassionate and along those lines, 
help others that are less fortunate that you. And then just to appreciate and 
realize and recognize if we are fortunate for some things. 
 
Despite the differences Ryan faces in his relationship with his parents, he indicated 
similar feelings: 
I’ve thought about this question kind of a lot, just the way I was raised with 
values then to be a jock or athletic. And if I can go back, do I want to be 
raised like me, sports 24/7 even if those morals are compromised?  I think I 
would do the same as my parents did to have the values and morals, they 
would get farther in life, integrity, trustworthiness, someone that people can 
count on, respect. 
 
The one aspect Ryan would change about his relationship with his children would be 
to accept and support them as they are.  When asked what kind of father he wants to 
be, James echoed the other participants as he described the values his father instilled: 
“To be open and trustworthy, honest and all those good things.” 
 The values their fathers stressed play a critical role in the type of parents the 
participants aspire to be.  Taken with more contemporary conceptualizations of 
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masculinity, all participants strive to create a better life for their children. 
Chapter Summary 
 The findings of this study suggest that fathers have a significant impact on 
college men throughout their lives.  The relationships the participants experienced 
with their fathers moved through different themes and stages of development.  As 
school-aged children, the participants described admired and idolized their fathers.  
Some of the participants strived to make their father proud by performing well 
academically, others in sports.  During the high school years, the participants began to 
question their fathers’ judgments, values and authority.  This conflict manifested in 
different forms for each participant.  After living through and lessening this conflict 
considerably, all but one of the participants moved to a current stage of appreciation 
for their fathers.  The final theme showed the participants integrating the more 
traditional definitions of manhood their fathers used with more contemporary 
concepts to which college exposed them.  In anticipating their own fatherhood, the 
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CHAPTER V 
DISCUSSION, IMPLICATION AND RECOMMENDATIONS, LIMITATIONS 
AND SUGGESTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH, AND CONCLUSIONS 
This chapter discusses the findings of this study in the context of the related 
literature, and offers recommendations for student affairs practice.  The chapter will 
conclude with an examination of the limitations of the study and suggestions for 
future research. 
Discussion 
 The purpose of this phenomenological study was to explore the father-son 
relationship in five diverse college men at the University of Wisconsin-La Crosse.  
The following research questions guided the study: (1) How do college men perceive 
their relationship with their fathers; (2) What roles does this relationship play in 
shaping the participants’ views of masculinity; (3) How do men translate their 
experiences and relationships to their future and potential roles as a father or 
husband?  
 Short of proposing a stage model of the development of father-son 
relationships in this sample, all of the participants discussed similar experiences with 
their fathers.  This consistency is especially remarkable given the cultural, racial, and 
ethnic diversity of the participants.  First, all men pointed out that they admired or 
idolized their fathers during their pre-adolescence.  Consistently throughout their 
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experiences, their high school years were characterized by some rebellion or 
questioning of the father’s imposed values and perspectives.  During the last 
interview, all participants discussed that the father-son relationship had moved 
through the difficult phase to re-emerge as a loving and meaningful experience for 
both father and son.  Specifically, the men’s perceptions of masculinity and 
fatherhood were indicative of the sense that their fathers socialized the sons strongly 
to provide for their own future families. 
 The experiences of the participants can be explained by Bronfenbrenner’s 
(1989) spheres of influences.  The fathers (microsystems) were significant influences 
in almost all aspects of the participants’ lives.  The synergistic effects of the college 
and home (mesosystems) contributed to the growth of the participants’ worldviews.  
The exposure to diversity courses, co-curricular, activities, and open-minded staff, 
faculty, and peers at UW-L (exosystems) exposed the participants to different ways of 
thinking.  These college experiences encouraged the men to think about masculinity 
in more contemporary ways.  In this sense, college may have had as meaningful of an 
impact on the men as their fathers did.  Lastly, all the participants were able to define 
the traditional societal definitions of masculinity (macrosystems) and the roles this 
played in their lives.  These spheres of influences contributed to the overall 
development of the participants as men, as they made sense of the past and current 
experiences, and discussed their potential future roles as fathers. 
 The participants described the traditional definition of masculinity in very 
similar ways, which reflect research on the socialization by fathers (O’Neil et al., 
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1986). Their descriptions of the societal definition of masculinity lend support to the 
existing literature that gender is socially constructed (Kimmell & Messner, 1998).   
 The results also confirmed researchers (Floyd & Morman, 2003; Goozh, 
2010) who found that a man’s relationship with his father is among the most 
influential and socially significant relationship in the course of his life.  Each of the 
participants acknowledged the traditional definitions of masculinity by society, but 
for the most part did not include hyper-masculine components in their own 
definitions; unless, the specific value was stressed by their fathers (e.g., Ryan and 
athleticism).  
 The results of the study lend support to Katz’s (2002) description of the 
preventive reconciliation process, which he described as “the ability to habitually deal 
with conflictual, emotional issues in the present, thus avoiding estrangement and 
often the need for a lengthy, comprehensive reconciliation process” (p. 23).  In the 
second theme, the conflict created from the disagreements between the participants 
and their fathers were resolved or diminished drastically, without any descriptions of 
a lengthy reconciliation process as the men moved through this stage in the 
relationship. 
 Additionally, the participants’ stories also confirmed work by Edwards and 
Jones (2009) who found that men experience society’s rigid definition of masculinity 
but transcend the expectation in different aspects of their lives.  For the participants in 
this study the values instilled by their fathers far outweighed societal definitions of 
manhood.  Beyond the traditional conceptualizations of manhood some of the fathers 
exemplified, all participants had experienced a collegiate environment that opened 
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their views and encouraged them to incorporate contemporary definitions of 
masculinity in their own views of their maleness.  Initially driven by the definitions of 
their fathers, these contemporary views emerged specifically when the participants 
discussed what kinds of fathers and husbands they wanted to become in the future.  
The participants’ construction of their own masculinity by modifying traditional 
scripts of manhood and the values stressed by their fathers supports O’Neil’s (1990) 
assertion that men strive to create “a more positive sense of their masculinity” (as 
cited in Edwards, 2007, p. 34) 
 Further, the participants in this study who belonged to diverse cultural groups 
had to learn the traditional definition of masculinity, as well as their own cultural 
definition.  This finding supports the existing literature that multiple definitions of 
masculinity based on culture exist (Connell, 2005).  Vincent and Tim described the 
distinct definitions of masculinity of their birth country and the traditional definitions 
of masculinity.  They needed to negotiate these traditional concepts of maleness of 
their birth countries with the traditional U.S. American concepts and, later on during 
college, with their own contemporary concepts of masculinity.  Thinking about 
college student development, this can be a daunting process for young men.  This 
implies significant work must be done by college educators to help young male 
students transcend learned gender scripts. 
 Next, the men in this sample openly and honestly shared and expressed their 
feelings about their fathers and their relationships with them.  This confirms the work 
by Vianden (2009) who found that college men may be more expressive, specifically 
in one-on-one or small group situations, than we would traditionally expect based on 
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findings in many male help-seeking studies.  As a result of the findings of the present 
study, coupled with previous research, we should not automatically assume college 
men will be reluctant to share or express emotions. 
 Although the findings from this thesis study confirm several extant research 
studies, other studies were unconfirmed or the present study raised further questions.  
For instance, my participants’ experiences do not reflect work by Floyd and Morman 
(2003) who found that fathers are more affectionate with biological sons than with 
adopted sons.  Mike was adopted from a South American country at an early age.  
The relationship with his father, from his perspective, was no less loving than that of 
the other participants. Additionally, in discord with Matthews’s (1996) results that 
men wanted to provide fatherhood for their own children based on the shortcomings 
of their own fathers, the participants of the present study appreciated the values their 
fathers instilled in them.  Given the chance, all participants would raise their own 
children imparting similar aspects of the upbringing they received from their fathers, 
despite some shortcomings, particularly in Ryan’s case. 
 Through the stories the participants shared in their interviews, I found that the 
participants perceived their fathers to be an important aspect of their socialization and 
life.  Their fathers were the models for the values they emulate as men and as fathers 
in the future. 
Implications and Recommendations 
 The results of this study offer several implications for student affairs practice.  
First, the stories from this study confirm that fathers are a significant socializing agent 
over the life course of the college men in this sample.  These men were aware of the 
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rigid concepts society uses in its description and socialization of men but they 
identified strongly with the positive ways in which they were socialized by their 
fathers.  Although qualitative studies do not generalize results from a small sample to 
a larger population, if it is true that positive father-son relationships create men who 
are more comfortable and open to discuss traditional gender norms, many college 
men may transcend typical masculinities if given the chance to explore how they 
were socialized.  Problems such as gender role conflict may be reduced through 
activities that allow men to express issues in relationships.  Here, the relationships 
with fathers may be common points of departure for college men’s groups or one-on-
one conversations with student affairs professionals.  To help college men continue to 
explore and develop the relationship with their fathers throughout the college years, I 
recommend that universities offer father and son events, for example, during move-in 
day, family and friends weekend, in fraternities or at sporting events.  In counseling 
centers, father-son dyads or father-son group sessions may help college men explore 
their development along with their fathers to find solutions to mental or physical 
health concerns.  Beyond father-son events, student affairs administrators should 
explore men’s perceptions of their own socialization by their home environment, 
more specifically by their fathers.  These conversations can happen during conduct 
hearings (see Ludeman, 2004), during conversations between academic or student 
organization advisors and men (see Stafford, Freeman, & Vianden, 2010), or during 
educational programs organized by resident assistants. 
 Second, the participants acknowledged the pressure felt from the societal 
definitions of masculinity, but attributed their contemporary views of masculinity 
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partly to attending college.  This suggests college has a strong influence on college 
men to explore more contemporary masculinities.  To assist with the development of 
their gender-identity, I recommend academic advisors and faculty, encourage men to 
enroll in Gender Studies or Ethnic and Racial Studies courses.  These courses support 
healthy dialogue that men can use to challenge the traditional definition of 
masculinity.  Additionally, student affairs professionals should encourage men to be 
involved with campus organizations, and internship opportunities that allow men to 
reflect on their identity.  Specifically during internships, men may explore traditional 
versus contemporary concepts of masculinity.  However, internship coordinators 
ought to spend time debriefing these experiences with college men to process the 
impact of such experiences on their gender concepts. Through these avenues we may 
find that college men will embrace transforming traditional masculine roles for them 
and other men on campus. 
 At the conclusion of the third interview, I asked the men to discuss what it 
meant to participate in the study.  All of them shared that participating in these 
interviews provided them a greater sense of appreciation for their fathers.  Many 
stressed the enjoyment of having the ability to safely and openly discuss these issues 
with me, due to the confidentially provided by the study.  This implies we must 
provide an avenue where men can freely discuss these emotional and personal issues 
with peers, student affairs professionals, faculty, counselors, or other college 
educators without threatening aspects of their masculinity.  Many colleges and 
universities offer counseling and testing centers, but it may be counterintuitive for 
men to seek out these venues due to the stigma and diminished help-seeking behavior 
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researchers have found (Berger et al., 2005; Vianden, 2009).  Opportunities for these 
discussions must be framed as options to explore different views of masculinity but 
not be perceived too challenging to drive men from participating.  Further, I 
recommend that resident assistants and hall directors, fraternity advisors, coaches, 
student activities professionals, and academic and career professionals provide 
programming just for men.  The expectations of confidentiality need to be clear to 
attract male students to attend.  The space provides men an opportunity to discuss 
pressured felt to succeed personally, academically, socially, athletically, or 
professionally.  The goal of such programs is to debunk the myth that the men in 
attendance are the only ones “wearing the mask” (Edward & Jones 2009) and that 
specific events for men may help them explore with each other and college educator 
ways in which their success can be assured. 
Limitations and Suggestions for Future Research 
 This study has several limitations to consider before using the results to guide 
theory, practice, or future research.  First, the single institution sample cautions us to 
assume widespread transferability of results.  Despite the maximum variation strategy 
to construct the sample, results ought to be viewed in its institutional, cultural, and 
regional contexts.  Although small sample sizes are not generally limitations of 
qualitative studies, the study is limited by the fact that it only reflects the voices of 
men who wanted to participate.  Many of them were engaged outside of the 
classroom, and one of them was the president of the local students against sexual 
assault organization.  Thus, it is perhaps not surprising that the sample students 
reflected more contemporary conceptualizations of manhood than perhaps other 
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participants would have shown.  Voices of men who are unengaged at UW-La Crosse 
are not reflected in this study and these voices would have perhaps yielded different 
results than the ones reported here. 
 Further, an unforeseen result was that the participants all described mostly 
positive relationships with the father.  Although no one wishes a negative relationship 
with a father on a college-going son, variations in father-son experiences would have 
likely yielded different and richer results.   
 Lastly, this study only reflects the stories of the sons, not those of their 
fathers.  To make relationships work, one needs two people and this study could have 
benefitted from exploring the voices of the fathers alongside and perhaps together 
with their sons.  As it stands, I only told the story of the students without the ability to 
verify this with their fathers. 
 New research should explore the father-son relationship in a holistic approach.  
I suggest that future studies should focus on the lived experiences of father-son dyads.  
Researchers should explore other qualitative methodologies such as ethnography to 
study sons and fathers at the same time and in intact cultural or familial settings.  A 
combination of interviews and participant observation during in- or out-of-home 
father-son interactions will provide a more complete understanding of this 
relationship.   
 Furthermore, studies should explore utilizing quantitative designs when 
researching the father-son relationship of college men.  Using quantitative measure 
will allow for a greater sample size and more generalizability of results to a wider 
context.  Surveys could include both student and father samples to measure how each 
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compare on a set of given variables.  Surveys such as needs assessments could 
explore men’s perceptions of what they need to be successful in various stages and 
experiences of their lives, in college and beyond (e.g., as alumni or in a profession). 
 This study was limited by a relatively homogenous and perhaps privileged 
sample of men who experienced growing up with their fathers in the home.  Had I 
sampled men whose fathers were absent during childhood, the results likely would 
have been different.  Further research should be conducted on male college students 
who come from single parent homes (mothers or fathers) and/or who grew up without 
a father.  Results from those studies could then be compared with present-father 
sample studies. 
Conclusions 
 This study points to three specific conclusions.   
 First, the participants have strong father-son relationships that are unshakable 
through cultural experiences and father-son conflicts.  These findings confirm that 
fathers are one of the most influential and socially significant figures in the life of 
men.  The results suggest that positive relationship with fathers can potentially 
translate to better adjusted college men.  Student affairs professional have multiple 
opportunities to reinforce or foster growth in this relationship by offering father-son 
events during the academic year.  Exploring, acknowledging, and processing with 
college men how they were socialized by their relationship with their fathers will do 
much to help men explore positive male gender identities.  
 Second, the men in the sample acknowledged traditional and rigid 
conceptualizations of masculinity and fatherhood, partially emerging from how they 
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were socialized to feel about these concepts by their father.  However, these 
participants also exhibited their own, more contemporary views of masculinity and 
used these in their personal definitions and conceptualizations of how they wanted to 
be as fathers.  From this I conclude that men may be influenced positively by their 
college experiences to adopt contemporary views of manhood while acknowledging 
the values of their fathers and of society.  These findings suggest that college also has 
significant influences on how men view themselves.  College men should be 
encouraged to enroll in classes and be involved with campus organizations, and 
internship or volunteer opportunities that challenge men to critically reflect on who 
they are and what influences them to develop into the men they want to be.  
 Finally, when provided the opportunity in a safe environment, college men 
will openly and honestly discuss difficult topics, including emotions, relationships, 
and masculinity.  Unpacking these values and expectations of masculinity will allow 
men to lead more fulfilling lives.  Institutions should encourage more gender-specific 
programming on their campuses.  Confidentiality and trust are necessary for these 
discussions to reach maximum potential. 
 The strongest same-sex relationship for these men existed with their fathers 
and fathers were significant socialization agents of their gender identity.  The college 
men we serve today are the fathers of future generations of college students.  If we 
address these issues candidly and openly in different venues throughout college, we 
have a unique opportunity to better prepare the men of our future.  As college 
educators, we may not undo nearly two decades of socialization by their home 
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environments before college; however, we would be making a big mistake if we 
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INFORMED CONSENT STATEMENT 
Exploring the Father-Son Relationship in College Men 
 
Information: I will conduct three personal interviews with each participant and will 
interview five male students.  Interviews will be arranged according to your schedule 
and will take place in the office of the investigator or reserved room in a building on 
campus.  The interview questions will pertain to your relationship with your father, 
your views of masculinity, and relationships with others.  All interviews will be tape 
recorded and observational notes will be kept about each interview.  Each interview 
will be between 60 and 90 minutes in length spaced approximately one week apart.  
Your total time commitment will be no more than 10 hours between early November 
and late December.  Aside from interviews, you will spend time communicating on e-
mail with the researcher about interview appointments and to check the investigator’s 
interpretations of your contributions (member checks) once all interviews are 
completed. 
 
Risks:  Risks are negligible.  You may experience negative thoughts or feelings about 
your relationship with your father.  During the interviews, you may choose to answer 
any or all of the questions asked. 
 
Benefits: The benefits to the participants in this study are negligible, other than the 
satisfaction that participants may experience by sharing their stories with the 
researcher.  Additionally, the participants may benefit from contributing to 
knowledge creation, and those results may help practitioners better serve the male 
population on campus and across the country. 
 
Confidentiality:  You will be asked to choose a pseudonym which I will use in place 
of your name on all tapes, written records, interview transcripts, and in the final 
report.  Tapes will be kept for three years and interview transcripts for five years.  
Both will be under lock and key.  Should this research be presented in an article, or 
during a presentation, your name will not be mentioned. 
 
Contact: If you have any questions at any time about the study or procedures, you 
may contact the researcher, Andrew Lam, (715) 828-1312 or at lam.andr@uwlax.edu 
 
Participation:  Your participation in this study is voluntary; you may refuse to 
participate without penalty.  If you decide to participate, you may withdraw from the 
study at any time without penalty and without loss of benefits to which you are 
otherwise entitled.  If you withdraw from the study before data collection is 
completed your data will be returned to you or destroyed. 
 
Consent: I have read this form and received a copy of it.  I have had all my questions 

















Interview Guide – Interview 1 (Life History- Relationship with Father) 
This interview explores the participant’s life until leaving for college.  Particularly, it 
will focus on experiences and life events surrounding the relationship with his father. 
Introduction 
1. Can you describe your family to me?   
a. Where do they live?  
b. What do they do? Include people you had spent significant amount of 
time with. 
Father 
2.     When you think of your father please describe in as much detail as possible 
what images, feelings, sounds, smells, sensations, thoughts, come in to your 
mind? 
a.     Please describe your earliest memory of your father? 
3.     How did you feel about your father when you were in: 
a.     Elementary school? 
b.     Middle school? 
c.     High school? 
4.     How much time did you and your father spend together? 
a.     What was the time you spent with your father like for you? 
5.     Please describe the times in your life when you and your father were 
a.     The closest? 
b.     Most at odds with each other? 
6.     What did it mean to your father to be a man? 
7.     How did your father express his feelings? 
a.     Did you ever see your father cry? 
                                               i.     How did you feel about this 
b.     Fear? 
c.     Angry? 
                                               i.     Did your father get angry with you? How did you know he was 
angry? 
8.     Describe the role your father has played in your life: 
a.     While growing up, in high school, picking a university, etc. 
b.     Would you say you identified with your father? 
                                               i.     In what way did you identify with him? 
                                             ii.     When do you first remember doing so? 
9.  Describe the impact and influences your father had on you. 
10.  Can you tell me a story that best captures your relationship with your father? 
11.  Is there anything about your relationship with your father that we did not 




















SECOND INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 
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Interview Guide – Interview 2 (Present experience) 
This interview will explore the participant’s current relationship with their father.  It 
also explores his masculinity and relationships with others. 
Recap 
1. Since the last time we spoke, is there anything that have come up that you 
want to share? 
Father 
2. Can you please describe, in as much detail, your current relationship with your 
father? 
3. Tell me about the time you spend with your father now? 
a. What is this time together like for you? 
4. What do you notice about yourself that is like your father? 
5. In what ways are you different (opposite) from your father? 
6. What experiences with your father are most helpful to you as a person? 
7. What role did your father play in your education about “sex”? 
Being a Man & Relationships with others 
8. What does it mean to you to be a man now? 
9. What is the measure of your worth? 
a. Yours? 
b. Societies? 
10. Would you please describe your current relationships with friends? 
11. What are the qualities of a good friend? 
12. What constitutes a good relationship with another man? 
13. Please describe the type of men you find difficult to be close friends with. 





















THIRD INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 
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Interview Guide – Interview 3 (Reflection-future) 
This interview will focus on following up with any remaining questions to be 
explored from the previous interviews, as well as discussing his reflection on the 
meaning of his life in the context of father-son relationships and ask participants to 
look into the future relative to their own personal relationships (i.e. partners, family, 
and friends). 
Recap 
1. Since the last time we spoke, is there anything that have come up that you 
want to share? 
Making Meaning 
1. How has your understanding of what it means to be a man changed over your 
life? 
2. What didn’t you get from your father that you would have liked? 
3. How do you think you have achieved what your father thought you would be, 
as a man?  
4. How have you made your father proud? 
a. How do you know? 
5. How will your life experience up to this point affect your relationships in the 
future? 
a. With your father? 
b. With you friends? 
c. With women? 
d. With your partner? 
6. As you begin to start your own family, can you tell me about the relationship 
you hope to have with your children? 
a. Similar from how your father raised you? 
7. What would you do differently? 
 
Closing 
8. What has it been like for you to participate in this study? 
9. Have you learned anything about yourself through our conversations? If so, 
what? 
10. What meanings do you make of the conversations that we have had? 
11. Is there anything I have not asked that you feel is important for me to know or 
to include in this study? 
 
 
